VWVhile the biblical metaphor of beating swords into plowshares primarily expresses an antiwar sentiment, it also represents the ancient world's conception of the mutability of material substance. The soul is unchangeable, but the objects of experience are permutable: metal can be heated, turned into a liquid, fashioned, cooled, and resolidified. This conception was inherited by medieval man, and his frequent disdain for the events and objects of the earthly world is a manifestation of his belief in the illusory nature of the tangible and his faith in the realness of the intangible. The Middle Ages often capitalized, especially in art, on the idea of the changeability of the substantial. The medieval artist often concerned himself with simulating precious materials with common ones, with changing the rigid and coarse into the plastic and delicate, and the reverse. Medieval art itself sometimes seems to be a form of alchemy. This can be seen clearly in The Art of the Medieval Blacksmith, an exhibition of ironwork that will open this month at The Cloisters.
Iron serves as the best and the worst part of the means of life, in that we plough the ground with it; we plant and prune trees with it, force vines to renew their annual youth by removing decrepit growth from them. With iron we build houses and quarry rocks. We employ it for all kinds of useful purposes, but we also utilize it for wars, slaughter, and plundernot only in direct encounters, but also as a winged missile.
Most of us think of the armorer as the chief medieval worker of iron, and this is probably true; however, the later Middle Ages was practically a second Iron Age, with objects of widely varied uses being made of the metal. Although earlier craftsmen sometimes produced decorated ironwork, these objects, such as Beowulf's sword with an "etched design" and elegant Romanesque doorbands, do not seem to have been made of iron as the result of a taste for the material as such, but because of its strength. The Gothic smith, on the other hand, actually chose iron as a medium for sculpture. While most Gothic ironwork is functional, it represents a taste for the metal's aesthetic qualities as well as for its practical advantages.
Such a taste was probably not easily cultivated. There were aspects of the former uses of iron, and possibly of its symbolism, that had to be overcome or reconciled with its use for works of art, especially religious ones. Iron was associated with war and In spite of these negative associations, there were several overriding practical considerations that may have prompted its more frequent use during the later Middle Ages. First, the methods and equipment used in the forging and casting of iron had greatly progressed since the earlier medieval period, enabling the smith to work more precisely and delicately. Especially influential among the many technological changes were improvements in furnaces, such as the introduction of water-driven machinery in the fourteenth century. Water was now used to operate the bellows for each furnace, increasing the quantity of pig iron that could be produced, and to operate large tilt hammers that converted pig iron into wrought iron.
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These technical improvements, however, might have been inspired by an increased demand for works of iron. Such a demand undoubtedly arose as one of the many products of urbanization in the later Middle Ages. The development of towns resulted in the formation of centers for particular crafts, such as that of the smith, which provided the ironworker with a stable, centralized market. This market not only required those objects traditionally fashioned of iron, but called upon the blacksmith to create works of strength and beauty for many different purposes. The great churches-the new symbols of urban centers, often constructed with the financial assistance and expertise of the guilds -needed iron devices to both reinforce and lock their heavy doors. Because these fixtures constituted part of the doors' outward appearance, they had to conform to the exterior decoration of the building. The smith was also confronted with the demands of a growing bourgeoisie, for whom he made elaborate door mountings like those of the churches, as well as other objects for secular use, such as coffers, purse frames, and fireplace implements.
One could argue, too, that the proliferation of iron locks, keys, hinges, handles, and window grilles reflects the psychological atmosphere of the later Middle Ages, when private ownership was an increasingly common phenomenon, and when many churches had to protect the accumulated wealth of their treasuries. The predominance must also reflect the religious emphasis on the importance of the entrance to a church, the difficulty of entering both church and heaven, and perhaps an allusion to St. Peter and his supremely important keys. 
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Any discussion of the reasons for iron's popularity at this time must not neglect the inherent aesthetic qualities of the objects. Much of the decoration of Gothic ironwork may have been drawn from other, highly developed media, just as many Gothic artists were interested in simulating the effects of metalwork in their own crafts, such as manuscript illumination or architecture (an example being the Ste. Chapelle in Paris, a thirteenth-century royal chapel conceived as a large reliquary, with details and materials reminiscent of metal ones). Gothic ironwork often displays extraordinary precision and delicacy of detail, despite the difficulties of working in this metal. The drapery styles and facial types of manuscripts and sculpture are forged in iron, and the sensitive tracery of architectural ornaments is simulated in filigree. In addition, iron objects have an innate monumentality, due to their weight, color, and solidity. Consequently, motifs and subjects could have been derived from architecture or architectural sculpture that did not lose their effects of massiveness and permanence when reduced in size. Thus it is often difficult to determine the use of iron objects, for many seemingly monumental works-such as the lock on pages i64-i 67-may have been made for coffers or furniture, rather than large doors.
At times an object's style does not reflect that of contemporary media. Such pieces may have been based on older ones, but it is possible, too, that blacksmiths, aware of the permanence of their medium, imitated the styles and imagery of considerably earlier works in an attempt to invest their art with a suitable sense of antiquity.
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